Accumulation, Reproduction, and Women's Role in Economic Development: Boserup Revisited Lourdes Beneria and Gita Sen
More than a decade has passed since Ester Boserup's book, Woman's Role in Economic Development, was published.1 Probably no single work on the subject of women and development has been quoted as often. Given the importance of the subject and the appearance of a considerable amount of new material since 1970, it is now possible to evaluate the book from a fresh perspective; indeed such an evaluation is necessary. It is our purpose to summarize Boserup's main contributions, but also to present a critical analysis of her approach, particularly in view of recent scholarship on the subject. When Boserup's work has published in 1970, it represented a comprehensive and pioneering effort to provide an overview of women's role in the development process. In the literature on development the specific role of women had been largely ignored, particularly the question of how development affects women's subordinate position in most societies. Boserup pointed out a variety of subjects that are systematically related to the role of women in the economy. Other authors, anthropologists in particular, had dealt with the role of women in changing societies; what distinguished Boserup's work was her perspective as an economist trained in the comparative study of developing countries and their problems. An analysis of her contributions is in order.
First, Boserup emphasized gender as a basic factor in the division of labor, prevalent across countries and regions: "Even at the most primitive stages of family autarky there is some division of labor within the family, the main criteria for the division being that of age and sex.... Both in primitive and in more developed communities, the traditional division of labor within the family is usually considered 'natural' in the sense of being obviously and originally imposed by the sex difference itself."2 Despite the existence of stereotyped sex roles and the universality of women's concentration in domestic work, Boserup pointed out significant differences in women's work across countries and regions. She criticized the "dubious generalization" that attributes the provision of food to men in most communities; women too have been food providers in many areas of the world. Her comparative analysis was particularly illuminating for Africa and Asia, where she emphasized the fundamental role women played in African agriculture in contrast to their lesser role in Asian countries and in Latin America as well. While there are many similarities in women's work in the industrialized urban sector, rural work exhibits diverse patterns associated with the particular characteristics of each area.
Second, Boserup provided some explanations for and analyzed a variety of factors behind these differences. One of the most frequently quoted parts of her analysis is her comparison between the "female" and "male" systems of farming, which correspond to the African system of shifting agriculture and the Asian system of plow cultivation. In Africa, low population density, easy access to land, and less class differentiation than is found in Asian societies resulted in a division of labor where men cleared the land for cultivation and women actually cultivated the subsistence crops. In Asia-a region characterized by high population density-a ready supply of landless laborers available for hire and the "technical nature of farming operations under plough cultivation" discouraged women's involvement in agricultural tasks and encouraged segregation of the sexes, including the seclusion of women in some areas. 3 Boserup's analysis pointed to the correlations between women's work and factors such as population density and land holding. Although she was not always explicit about precise connections, she did suggest the existence of a relationship between these factors and different forms of women's subordination. For example, in her discussion of the economics of polygamy in traditional Africa, Boserup argued that polygamy made it possible for a man to control more land and labor, because each wife was assigned a plot of land to cultivate. Thus, her analysis pointed to an economic basis for polygamy and the bride price. Boserup's analysis did not explain polygamous arrangements in which wives seem to represent a cost rather than an economic resource for the husband, but it created a challenge for others to do so.
Third, Boserup's book began to delineate the negative effects that colonialism and the penetration of capitalism into subsistence economies have often had on women. She pointed out that European colonial rule, rather than being a "liberalizing" factor for African women, contributed to their loss of status: "Europeans showed little sympathy for the female farming systems which they found in many of their colonies." Women often lost their right to land as a result of "land reforms introduced by European administrators."4 These reforms, Boserup explained, were based on the European belief that cultivation was properly men's work. She argued that the introduction of modern technology and cash crops benefited men rather than women by creating a productivity gap between them; women were relegated to the subsistence sector of food production using traditional methods of cultivation.
Fourth, Boserup, among others, emphasized that "subsistence activities usually omitted in the statistics of production and income are largely women's work."5 Although there is a tendency for official statistics to underreport all subsistence activities, whether carried out by men or women, some of these activities tend to be specific to women, particularly domestic work and participation in agriculture as "unpaid family labor."6 Despite some efforts to include subsistence work in statistics of production and labor force participation, women's work continues to be underreported and underestimated, particularly in the area of domestic production. In addition, the conventional theoretical concepts that underlie statistical categories are ideologically biased toward an undervaluation of women's work.7 Boserup, therefore, raised an issue that is essential to a proper understanding of women's participation in economic life.
Finally, Boserup's comparative analysis projected the different sexual divisions of labor encountered in farming systems onto patterns of women's participation in nonagricultural activities. For example, she called attention to the influence of farming systems on migration patterns and on the participation of men and women in urban labor markets. African women's involvement in food cultivation generated a pattern of predominantly male migration, leaving women and children in the village. In contrast, Boserup argues, the Latin American pattern in which women participated less in farming involved a high degree of female migration, due also to the employment opportunities for young women in urban centers. Boserup's generalization, at times overstated, encouraged far more detailed analysis. Her scholarship inspired a great deal of the empirical and theoretical work that followed. Despite Boserup's obvious contributions, critical analysis reveals three major weaknesses in her work. First, the book is essentially empiri-cal and descriptive, and it lacks a clearly defined theoretical framework that empirical data can help elaborate. Although Boserup fails to identify an explicit framework, her underlying analytical concepts are often neoclassical. This seriously limits her analysis. Second, Boserup takes as given a unique model of development-the model that characterizes capitalist economies. Finally, despite her basic concern with the position of women in the development process, Boserup does not present a clear-cut feminist analysis of women's subordination. By concentrating on the sphere of production outside the household and ignoring the role of women in reproduction, her work fails to locate the basis of this subordination. In what follows we will elaborate each of these points in more detail.
Theoretical Framework
One of the most common criticisms of Boserup's book is that it is repetitive. This problem becomes acute because the book fails to go beyond the data that it presents; Boserup rarely attempts to derive any overall theoretical or conceptual structure from her empirical data. These data are rich in insights about the patterns and variations in women's work across Africa and Asia, but most of her analysis is purely descriptive. Ad hoc introductions of values and ideology often take the place of explanations. In discussing the growing dominance of men over women in agriculture during Africa's colonial period, for example, Boserup contends that gender-based prejudice on the part of the colonialists caused them to teach advanced agricultural methods only to men.
When Boserup does use theoretical concepts, they tend to fall within the framework of neoclassical economics. In her discussion of the labor market and wage differentials between women and men, she suggests that the individual preference of employers and workers determines the nature of women's work, and hence their earnings. Boserup analyzes demand in the labor market, stating that employers often prefer male labor over female labor; she analyzes supply by stating that women prefer to work in home industries rather than in large enterprises.8
This emphasis on preferences constitutes a limited view of the forces that influence the labor market and the process of wage formation. There are many cases in which employers prefer women over men: examples include tea plantations, textile manufacturing firms, and labor-intensive industries operating in many areas of the Third World. Many of these are in fact large enterprises. Therefore the factors influencing preferences must be explained; preference is not the adequate explanatory variable. These influencing factors can range from the temporary character of employment among young, unmarried women-an important factor in hiring policies of multinational firms-to the tendency of women workers toward submissiveness, avoidance of tensions, and acceptance of low wages. In addition, women's own preferences need to be seen in dynamic perspective, and cannot be taken as given. They are the result of changing factors such as access to land, household work, family structure, family income, the availability of employment, and women's perception of their economic and social roles.
Boserup does go beyond a narrow focus on individual preference in her examination of hiring practices and wage formation in the export sector:
It seems that the clue is to be found in considerations of costs in the plantation sector. ... In Africa, the methods of food production are such that women can do nearly all the operations unaided by men. It is therefore possible to economize on labor costs in plantations (as well as in mines and industries) by employing only male workers, leaving the dependents ... to be supported in the home village by the able-bodied women. The Asian pattern is in sharp contrast: there the predominant agricultural system requires the presence of men in the village .... Hence the plantation owner must face the fact that the whole family must get its livelihood from the plantation and this, of course, can be arranged most cheaply by having every able-bodied member of the family working on the plantation. Thus, in the Asian as well as the African case, the plantation (or the European farm) can avoid paying the male wages sufficient to support a whole family.10
The theoretical implication of such an argument is that the wage is not just a payment for productivity-the result of market forces of labor supply and demand. It is determined as well by the costs of maintaining and reproducing the labor force. This supports a Marxist theory of the wage rather than the neoclassical explanation, and is a concept that is compatible with a patriarchal vision of the male wage as the main source of family income. Women's wages, then, are viewed as complementary rather than primary, which explains women's willingness to work for a lower wage, and helps to explain why women's wages often remain barely above 50 percent of male wages in cases where women's productivity is as high, if not higher, than men's."1 Boserup also hints at the existence of both wage differentials due to job segregation by sex, and labor market hierarchies related to race and nationality as well as gender.12 Her empirical insights appear to support a theoretical model of fragmented labor markets rather than a model of a competitive labor market, which would suggest a neoclassical framework. Yet Boserup makes no attempt at reconciling her various and apparently contradictory descriptions of wage differentials and hiring practices. Her underlying neoclassical categories do not allow her to integrate her rich empirical observations within a coherent analytical framework. Similar limitations in her analysis result from her assumption of a unique development model.
Model of Development: Modernization versus Accumulation13
Boserup's general argument is that women workers are marginalized in the process of economic development because their economic gains as wage workers, farmers, and traders are slight compared to those of male workers. Hence, policy efforts should be directed to redress this problem, so that women share more fully in the fruits of modernization. Underlying this is the view that modernization is both beneficial and inevitable in the specific form it has taken in most Third World countries-a notion that has been extensively criticized by radical social scientists over the last two decades.'4 The modernization approach 11. ILO, passim. 12. Boserup, pp. 107, 147-51. 13. The modernization approach to economic development is based on a perception of social change as a linear movement from backwardness to modernity. Specifically, it calls for the adaptation of technology, institutions, and attitudes to those existing in the advanced capitalist countries of the West. The theory does not emphasize changes in class relations or the contradictory effects of the capitalist development process, nor does it acknowledge the possibility of alternative development models. In contrast, the capitalaccumulation approach analyzes the growth of interconnected processes of productionboth quantitative and qualitative-motivated by profits, extension of the market, growing social division of labor and modes of production, and the proletarianization of the labor force. Private ownership of resources, and hence of the surplus generated in production (profits, rent, and interest), leads to class differentiation between owners and nonowners of the means of production. Private ownership also signals the private appropriation of productive wealth, and growing inequalities in the distribution of income and power.
14. . In this book, exogeneously given population growth provides the major impetus for technical change in agriculture. Her argument is intended to be anti-Malthusian-rising population density in a region is followed, not by the Malthusian checks of war or famine, but by technological adaptation (shorter fallow, higher cultivation intensity, the shift from hoe to plow) designed to facilitate greater food production. the indigenous population into shrinking reserves, and leaving high person-to-land ratios.16 The indirect effects have been felt in most regions where the privatization of land, labor, and subsistence have generated incentives for higher fertility among peasants.17
Such changes in the social organization of production and in the appropriation of the means of production also have powerful effects on the division of labor by sex and age. What appears to Boserup to be a technically determined correlation between plow cultivation and women's lower participation in field work has its roots in the social relations of production and reproduction. To be sure, Boserup does note that "the plough is used in regions with private ownership of land and with a comparatively numerous class of landless families in the rural population."18 This, she says, creates the possibility of substituting hired workers, male and female, for the farm wife in field labor. But she does not explain why and through what processes this possibility is realized.
In fact, in her entire discussion of women's agricultural work, Boserup makes a rather artificial separation between women from landed peasant households and women from agricultural labor households. It is not clear why she focuses on the former when defining male and female farming systems, and discusses the latter in another section. Surely the landless women should also be part of the criterion by which a farming system is defined as male or female. This is especially true where women constitute a significant proportion of the agricultural wage-labor force in regions of plow cultivation.19 In fact, the further along one reads in Boserup's book, the more it appears that the crucial distinguishing feature between African and Asian farming is not, as she suggests, the tools used-hoe versus plow-but the forms of appropriation of land, of surplus, and of women's reproductive capacity. The sexual division of labor is related to these factors.
Similarly, while Boserup discusses the economic roots of polygamy, she fails to examine the process of change in this system as the possibilities of capital accumulation multiply. In some precolonial African communities, a large number of wives gave a man status and possibly a greater voice in the village councils. But women had at least partial control over the product of their labor. With the coming of long-distance trade and private appropriation of land, women's labor could be used to produce a surplus, which formed a basis for accumulation of land and Finally, class differentiation accompanying the capitalist transformation of a region provides a new basis for differentiation between women. This is well illustrated by Ann Stoler in her study of Javanese women. In analyzing the impact of agricultural change on labor force participation, Stoler states that "for the poorer majority of village society, both men and women suffer as more and more land is concentrated in the hands of the wealthier households. However, the decline in female employment opportunities is more easily observable."30 While Boserup points to the ability of some women from landed households to withdraw from field work when landless laborers are available, she does not point out the implications of this situation for women who are landless laborers. Poor and landless women, for example, are often forced to seek agricultural work despite declining employment opportunities due to mechanization of agriculture.31
In brief, these studies show the specific ways in which women are affected by the hierarchical and exploitative structure of production associated with capitalism's penetration in the Third World. Modernization is not a neutral process, but one that obeys the dictates of capitalist accumulation and profit making. Contrary to Boserup's implications, the problem for women is not only the lack of participation in this process as equal partners with men; it is a system that generates and intensifies inequalities, making use of existing gender hierarchies to place women in subordinate positions at each different level of interaction between class and gender. This is not to deny the possibility that capitalist development might break down certain social rigidities oppressive to women. But these liberating tendencies are accompanied by new forms of subordination.
Analysis of Subordination: The Reproductive Sphere
One of the most pervasive themes of the present feminist movement is the emphasis placed on the role of reproduction as a determinant of women's work, the sexual division of labor, and the subordinate/ dominant relationships between women and men.32 It is precisely this emphasis that is lacking in Boserup's book. As a result, her analysis does not contain a feminist perspective that speaks directly to the problem of The form, extent, and significance of domestic work, however, vary according to a society's stage of economic transformation. In a subsistence economy, the materials used for domestic production are not bought in the market; they are transformed in such a way that household and nonhousehold production are closely linked-to the extent that it is hard to draw a line between them. Domestic work extends itself into activities such as gathering wood for the domestic fire, picking vegetables for daily meals, and baking bread in village public ovens for family consumption. Domestic work also becomes part of the agricultural labor process when, for example, the meals for agricultural workers are cooked in the home and transported to the fields. Similarly, the agricultural labor process extends itself into household production, as when cereals are dried and agricultural goods are processed for family consumption.
In agricultural societies, then, the degree of production for the household's own consumption is higher than in societies where a good proportion of home production has become commoditized. In farming areas domestic and agricultural work contribute most to subsistence needs. The African female farming system places the burden of subsistence largely on women. In most cases, despite a clearly defined sexual division of labor, men's and women's work is integrated in time and space. The separation between productive and reproductive activities is often artificial, symbolized, perhaps, by a woman carrying a baby on her back while working in the fields. By contrast, under the wage-labor sys- Helm, 1979) . tems of industrialized, urban societies, the burden of subsistence falls upon the wage; domestic work transforms the wage into use values consumed in the household. A clear separation between domestic and commodity production exists, and unpaid housework becomes more and more isolated and differentiated from nonhousehold production. Despite these differences, the extent to which domestic work is performed by women across countries is overwhelming. Women perform the great bulk of reproductive tasks. To the extent that they are also engaged in productive activities outside of the household, they are often burdened with the problems of a "double day." As mentioned earlier, Boserup includes an interesting discussion about the tendency of conventional statistics to underestimate subsistence activities, including domestic labor, which represent a high proportion of women's work. Yet nowhere does she indicate how central women's primary involvement in household activities is to an understanding of their subordination and of their role in the economy.
Reproduction and Production
The emphasis on reproduction and on analysis of the household sphere indicates that the traditional focus placed upon commodity production is insufficient to understand women's work and its roots in patriarchal relations. In order to understand fully the nature of sex discrimination, women's wages, women's participation in the development process, and implications for political action, analysts must examine the two areas of production and reproduction as well as the interaction between them. An example from the field of economics-the internal labor market model of sex differentials in the work force-illustrates this approach.
This model represents a step forward from neoclassical explanations of women's secondary status in the labor market. It focuses on the internal organization of the capitalist firm to explain sex segregation and wage differentials, rather than on factors of supply and demand developed by other models.35 The dynamics of this internal organization tend to foster the formation of job ladders and clusters that create hierarchies among workers. Sex is one factor by which workers can be separated. In this model, occupational segregation, wage differentials, and other types of discrimination by sex are viewed as resulting from the hierarchical and self-regulatory structure of production.
Two policy implications can be drawn from this model. Radical policy would involve elimination of the hierarchical structure of production, perhaps by some form of workers' control and equalization of Signs wages. To the extent that this would eliminate or reduce differences among workers, it would tend to eliminate or reduce differences by sex. A less radical policy would involve equal opportunity/affirmative action plans that take the structure of production and the labor hierarchy as given, but would make each job equally accessible to men and women. Both of these policies have a major flaw; they focus only on the structure of production and do not take into consideration women's role in the area of reproduction. If women face a double day and if child-care facilities are not available to them, neither of the two policies is likely to solve fully the problem of women's secondary status in the labor market, given that their participation in paid production is conditioned by their work in and around the household. All of this points out how necessary it is to eliminate discrimination within the reproductive sphere. Domestic work must be shared between women and men, child-care services must become available, and both patriarchal relations and gender stereotyping in the socialization process must be eliminated.
Within the Marxist tradition, it is interesting to note that the Engels thesis does contain an analysis of the interaction between reproduction and production. It is true that decisions about childbearing may affect the survival of the entire household over time; still, the most immediate burden of multiple pregnancies falls on the mother. In conditions of severe poverty and malnutrition where women are also overworked, this can and does take a heavy toll on the mother's health and well-being. The poor peasant household may survive off the continuous pregnancy and ill-health of the mother, which are exacerbated by high infant mortality. The mother's class interests and her responsibilities as a woman come into severe conflict. 42 The result of this conflict is that a poor woman's attitude toward birth control, contraception, and even sterilization are likely to be different from those of her husband or mother-in-law. Research Answers to these questions require careful empirical research of a sort that is barely beginning in the Third World. The insights gained from empirical research must affect one's assessment of birth control programs, especially the more enlightened programs that focus on the health and education of the mother. The reduction in infant mortality, improvement in health and sanitation, and better midwife and paramedic facilities can give poor, rural women more options than having to resolve class contradictions through their own bodies. Such programs, however, clearly cannot be a panacea for the basic problems of extreme poverty and inequality in land holding; the contradictions of class and capital accumulation in the countryside can be resolved only through systemic social change.
Conclusion
In our analysis we have assessed the positive contributions of Boserup's work to a decade of feminist research on women in the Third World. We have also tried to show the limitations of her analysis, which arise from a flawed and inadequate conceptual basis.43 There has been a great deal of fruitful research in the past decade that is thoroughly grounded in theory, particularly in class-based and feminist perspectives, which provides a richly textured understanding of the position of women in the Third World.
It is very important to delineate the policy implications that emerge from this analysis. Boserup's own conclusions on policy emphasized women's education as the major mechanism by which modernization would begin to work to women's advantage. Through education, women can compete more successfully in urban labor markets and gain access to improved agricultural techniques in the rural areas. This conclusion ignores two crucial features that an analysis based on the concepts of accumulation and women's role in reproduction would highlight. On one hand, it ignores the high incidence of unemployment among educated people in the Third World. Unless the systemic causes of un- 
